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How Excellent Hospitality Leadership Drives 
Bottom-Line Results
Tony Simons, Ph.D., is an associate professor in management and organizational behavior at the Cornell 
University School of Hotel Administration (tls11@cornell.edu). He teaches organizational behavior, negotiation 
and leadership. His research examines trust—employee trust in leaders, executive team member trust, and trust 
in supply chain relationships. In particular, he has focused on how well people are seen as keeping their word—
delivering on their promises and living espoused values. This simple perception has huge practical consequence 
and is very challenging to maintain impeccably. His research and consulting work supports managers in meeting 
this challenge. He speaks, trains, consults and designs surveys for organizations both within and beyond the 
hospitality industry. He has written numerous articles on the importance of integrity in organizational function, 






between	 the	 behavioral	 integrity	 scores	 of	 each	 hotel’s	 manager	 and	 that	 hotel’s	 profit.	
Managers	 who	 earned	 the	 highest	 integrity	 scores	 from	 their	 employees	 also	 recorded	
noticeably	 higher	 profits.	 An	 analysis	 of	 these	 hotels’	 financial	 results	 measured	 the	
increased	profit	that	was	obtained	from	higher	integrity	scores.	Further,	it	revealed	a	chain	of	favorable	

































Good leadership is, “Whatever I say I’m going to do, I’m going 
to do.” That means I have to know what my limitations are and 
what I’m capable of delivering. As a leader if you don’t fulfill 
your commitments, I can’t think of anything that can hurt you 
more than that. 
 —Frank Guidara, president and CEO, Uno’s Chicago Grill
If your staff sees you cutting corners, then they’re not going to 
take you seriously. And then they’re not going to take the 
values you’re trying to instill seriously—because you’re not 
taking the values seriously. 





















































from	NCAA	Basketball,”	Journal of Applied Psychology,	Vol	85,	No.	6	
(Dec.	2000),	pp.	1004–1012.
Good leadership is, “Whatever I 
say I’m going to do, I’m going to 
do.” That means I have to know 
what my limitations are and what 
I’m capable of delivering. As a 
leader if you don’t fulfill your 
commitments, I can’t think of 
anything that can hurt you more 
than that. 
 —Frank Guidara, president and 



















































If your staff sees you cutting 
corners, then they’re not going to 
take you seriously. And then they’re 
not going to take the values you’re 
trying to instill seriously—because 
you’re not taking the values 
seriously. 
—Deirdre Wallace, President, The 
Ambrose Collection
Exhibit 1






























It’s all about results time. It ain’t 
about feeling good. It ain’t about 
being a nice place to come to 
work. It’s that heightened levels of 
trust produce heightened levels of 
results. Because people feel better, 
work better, are better, in a trusting 
environment than in one where 
distrust saps their energy.  
—Michael Kay, former president and 




















































It’s all about results time. It ain’t about feeling good. It ain’t 
about being a nice place to come to work. It’s that heightened 
levels of trust produce heightened levels of results. Because 
people feel better, work better, are better, in a trusting 


















Genuine leadership incorporates a number of attributes, but 
none of them works until there is trust. If as a leader—as a 
leader of a restaurant unit or the leader of a $4.5 billion chain 
3	Tony	Simons,	The Integrity Dividend: Leading by the Power 
of Your Word	(San	Francisco:	Jossey-Bass,	2008).
Genuine leadership incorporates a 
number of attributes, but none of 
them works until there is trust. If as 
a leader—as a leader of a restaurant 
unit or the leader of a $4.5 billion 
chain like Applebee’s—people can’t 
trust my integrity, in the smallest 
sense, it creates problems. And I 
think that goes to an issue so small 
that if I say, “I’m going to call you at 
ten o’clock,” and I am unprepared 
to call you at ten o’clock, or if I’ve 
had an accident and can’t call you, 
I better have someone call you and 
say, “Lloyd cannot call you and he 
wants to reschedule.” Or, I better 
call you at ten o’clock and say, “I 
don’t have the information.” 

































like Applebee’s—people can’t trust my integrity, in the 
smallest sense, it creates problems. And I think that goes to 
an issue so small that if I say, “I’m going to call you at ten 
o’clock,” and I am unprepared to call you at ten o’clock, or if 
I’ve had an accident and can’t call you, I better have someone 
call you and say, “Lloyd cannot call you and he wants to 
reschedule.” Or, I better call you at ten o’clock and say, “I 
don’t have the information.” 
Two or three of those missed appointments erode trust in an 
organization. Then, if I’m going to ask the organization to go 
somewhere that it might be frightened to go, if I’m going to 
ask an individual to step up and take on a job that he or she 
doesn’t feel qualified to take, or I may be asking you to take a 
family risk. … You may see it as a career risk. And if you do 












In my opinion, we are not in the hotel business. We are in the 
relationship business. A relationship with your front desk 
agent, a relationship with your bellmen, a relationship with 
the high roller who comes in and gives hundred-dollar tips to 
the bellmen, or the road warrior who comes in on a per diem. 
It doesn’t really matter. It should never, ever change. You have 
to project the same style and the same relationship-building 
process with all those people. I don’t know why, but it’s going 















In my opinion, we are not in the 
hotel business. We are in the 
relationship business. A relationship 
with your front desk agent, a 
relationship with your bellmen, a 
relationship with the high roller 
who comes in and gives hundred-
dollar tips to the bellmen, or the 
road warrior who comes in on a 
per diem. It doesn’t really matter. It 
should never, ever change. You have 
to project the same style and the 
same relationship-building process 
with all those people. I don’t 
know why, but it’s going to come 
back to you twofold, threefold, a 
hundredfold. In so many different 
ways. 
—Paul Hortobagyi, general manager, 











The laying out of consequences, good and bad, is fundamental 
to leadership. When, as a leader, you say you’re going to do 
something and you don’t do it, it’s not going to destroy your 
leadership status, but each time there will be a little bit more 














If I came in for the noon shift, as I came in guys would drop off 
their weapons with me. If I came in for the late shift, when I 
came in, there’d be a lineup of guys who would drop off their 
weapons with me. I’d say, “You guys have been here for 
hours.” They’d say, “Well, yeah. But you weren’t here.” Folks 
got so that they knew “if you show up stoned, he’s not going 
to let you in.” There was this incredible power to being 
overwhelmingly consistent, and never making a statement that 
I didn’t intend to follow up on. So if I would see someone 
doing something, I would say, “You know you’re not allowed 
to do that. Stop it, or you’ll have to leave.” And they would 
stop.
The laying out of consequences, 
good and bad, is fundamental to 
leadership. When, as a leader, you 
say you’re going to do something 
and you don’t do it, it’s not going 
to destroy your leadership status, 
but each time there will be a little 
bit more erosion, and a little more, 
until finally you really can’t lead any 
longer.—Frank Guidara, president 
and CEO of UNO’s Chicago Grill
Exhibit 3



































People have grown accustomed to celebrity. And they aren’t as 
engaged under celebrity leaders: they’re more into what goes 
on inside the four walls of their house. That being said, when 
you find true leadership—and true integrity in leadership—
that, to them, is an aphrodisiac more than celebrity leadership. 
I think that when you get behind a true leader, you’re more 
jazzed up to get into work every day because you know that 
person is supportive of what you’re doing. It’s more about the 











I think that employees who trust management are just more 
likely to take positive initiative. They see an issue, and they 
know they are part of the team that remedies issues. Or they 
see an opportunity—they know they are part of a team that 
seizes opportunities. And that initiative—cumulatively, among 
many employees, over time—can make a big difference in the 
effectiveness of the use of human resources, of capital 
resources, and the effectiveness, if you will, of the cohesion of 
the total team.... I’ve seen it occur in ideas about software, I’ve 
seen it occur in ideas about how to refurbish or underline gas 
pipe in a more productive way. And I’ve seen it occur in areas 
of customer interface and how to craft messages that are 
clearer or more understandable for customers, to be used by 




People have grown accustomed 
to celebrity. And they aren’t as 
engaged under celebrity leaders: 
they’re more into what goes on 
inside the four walls of their house. 
That being said, when you find true 
leadership—and true integrity in 
leadership—that, to them, is an 
aphrodisiac more than celebrity 
leadership. I think that when you 
get behind a true leader, you’re 
more jazzed up to get into work 
every day because you know that 
person is supportive of what you’re 
doing. It’s more about the team 
than it is about the individual. 













If your actions fall short of your ideals, your employees just 
don’t take you seriously. And then they just don’t care. Then 
they’re just there for the paycheck. I’m in the service industry. 
If my employees don’t care, then that affects my guests 
directly. And believe me, guests don’t tell you when they’re 
happy. They tell you when they’re mad. So you want your 
employees to be behind the product and your philosophy, or 









If the leader doesn’t have trust, respect, authenticity, [and] 
credibility, the level of followership is going to be much lower. 
Workers and managers will do stuff, but their level of 
commitment, their willingness to appropriately do whatever it 
takes, is going to be lower. People are going to survive. They’re 
not going to go the extra mile on behalf of that person 
because that person doesn’t deserve it. The survival strategy is, 
“I’m just going to do my job, keep my head down, not raise 
any issues, and just try to help out the team and other people 
in the organization as best I can.” Most people in most 

















One of the things I think leadership all too often misses is that 
there is no malice aforethought on the part of a manager 
when he doesn’t walk the talk. I think very often, he either 
doesn’t know how, or is afraid to. 
For instance, one of the keys in our industry—possibly in any 
industry—is getting your arms around your people to help 
them grow. When your people are happy and they feel like 
their careers are moving forward, they do amazing things. Very 
often as leaders, we say those things. But when it comes to 
taking the time to do one-on-ones, and helping somebody 
grow, and getting them into a development program, we fall 
down. If the person is a manager, maybe you’re just spending 
quality time with them. If he or she is an executive, you push 
them into an M.B.A. program.
If your actions fall short of your 
ideals, your employees just don’t 
take you seriously. And then they 
just don’t care. Then they’re just 
there for the paycheck. I’m in the 
service industry. If my employees 
don’t care, then that affects my 
guests directly. And believe me, 
guests don’t tell you when they’re 
happy. They tell you when they’re 
mad. So you want your employees 
to be behind the product and your 
philosophy, or else your guest is 
going to react to that, because 
disgruntled employees—they don’t 
smile. 
—Deirdre Wallace, president of the 
Ambrose Collection
Cornell	Hospitality	Industry	Perspectives	•	February	2012	•	www.chr.cornell.edu			 15
You start the flywheel when you tell that individual that his 
development is important to you. So you do their review. But 
then you fail to follow up. I think, all too often, that lack of 
follow-up is linked to the fact that either you’re afraid to or 
you don’t know how. The net result is where you see that 
sense of betrayal: “My boss says that he cares about me, but 



































You can’t pick and choose when behavioral integrity is key. 
You can’t say, “Well, it’s a white lie; it didn’t hurt anybody, 
didn’t materially change the financial reporting, didn’t hurt the 
customer....” Once you start making excuses, the slip or slide 
starts. And in most organizations, everybody looks up to see 
how the next level of executive behaves—not necessarily with 
regard to them, but on issues that may have no impact directly 












It doesn’t matter what you write down on a piece of paper for 
your vision statement or your mission statement. It doesn’t 
matter what you list for your values. It matters what you do. 
This gets down to execution, and that’s why it gets so 
complicated. It’s not just execution in the sense of “I walked 
over and cleaned the carpet,” or “I walked over and picked up 
It doesn’t matter what you write 
down on a piece of paper for your 
vision statement or your mission 
statement. It doesn’t matter what 
you list for your values. It matters 
what you do. This gets down to 
execution, and that’s why it gets so 
complicated. It’s not just execution 
in the sense of “I walked over and 
cleaned the carpet,” or “I walked 
over and picked up the piece of 
paper.” It gets down to whether 
you embody the values of the 
organization. Do you embody 
the mission and vision of the 
organization? Do you do what you 
say you’re going to do? Actions that 
are trustworthy in nature build trust. 
—Jay Witzel, president and CEO of 
Carlson Hotels Worldwide
16	 The	Center	for	Hospitality	Research	•	Cornell	University
the piece of paper.” It gets down to whether you embody the 
values of the organization. Do you embody the mission and 
vision of the organization? Do you do what you say you’re 









One of the biggest mistakes that happens over and over again, 
particularly in big companies, is that senior management 
expects behavioral patterns or attitudes to originate in the 
middle of the company, as opposed to from the top of the 
company. They try to operate with two different sets of rules. 
But the behavior of the entire company is going to reflect the 
behavioral pattern of the people at the very top. At Enron 
those problems didn’t start in the middle of the company. 
There is a tendency, when people reach the executive suite, to 
say they have already paid their dues and they can live a 
different existence from the people who are doing the real 
work. Leading by example is probably the cornerstone of any 













The analogy I heard in one of the mutual fund companies that 
I was working with was that upper management felt that they 
were in a Porsche. They had these great ideas and were ready 
to drive! But everyone else was in a trailer behind them, and 
they had a faulty hitch. So they couldn’t drive too fast or take 





























You can discuss the effects of management trust on the 
CHR management blog: “Managing a Hotel’s Reputa-
tion: Join the Conversation,” started by Cornell faculty 
members Amy Newman, Judi Brownell, and Bill Carroll.
Here are suggested topics:
(a) behavioral integrity challenges and pitfalls encoun-
tered by managers or executives
(b) suggestions for managing those challenges and 
pitfalls
(c) suggestions for enhancing behavioral integrity for 
individuals, teams, and companies
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